
GOVERNMENT OF THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA 
OFFICE OF PLANNING, HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICE 

1100 4th Street SW, Suite E650, Washington, D.C. 20024 
 

HPA No. 14-322 
IN THE MATTER OF:  
 

Duke Ellington School for the Arts 
(former Western High School) 
3500 R Street NW  
Square 1293, Lot 803 

 
DECISION AND ORDER 

 
The District of Columbia Department of General Services (“DGS”) and the District of Columbia 
Public Schools (“DCPS”) have applied for a permit to renovate extensively the landmarked Western 
High School, now known as Duke Ellington School for the Arts.  The renovation plans call for the 
demolition of the existing middle section of the building, containing the auditorium, in order to 
construct a state-of-the-art theater and additional performance spaces. The plan also calls for some 
demolition in the rear “back bar” of the building. The applicants request the permit on the ground that 
the demolition is necessary in the public interest, namely to construct a project of special merit. For 
the reasons discussed below, the permit is GRANTED.1  
 
Duke Ellington School for the Arts offers the highly regarded, magnet pre-professional arts and high 
school program of the D.C. Public Schools. Founded in 1974, it is housed in the historic Western High 
School building. The front portion of the building was built in a handsome classical revival style in 
1897-98, and revised in 1910.  Less distinctive but harmonious additions from 1925 included an 
auditorium and two gymnasia (originally separate for boys and girls). Some limited renovations were 
carried out in the mid-1980s, to meet the particular needs of a school of arts.  However, it has been felt 
for some time that the current facilities fall far short of the ambitious program’s needs. DGS 
conducted an international design competition and awarded the project to Lance Bailey & Associates 
and Cox Graae + Spack Architects. The architects faced the challenge of renovating an historic 
landmark school to strongly support a very different educational program.  
 
The architects have consulted extensively with the Historic Preservation Office and have made two 
appearances before the Historic Preservation Review Board (“HPRB”). As a result, the details of the 
proposal have evolved, so that the HPRB came close in its March 27 meeting to finding that those 
elements of the proposal that do not involve demolition are consistent with the purposes of the 
Historic Landmark and Historic District Protection Act, D.C. Code §6-1101, et seq.  But the HPRB 
could not find that the substantial demolition of the auditorium and portions of the back bar are 
consistent with the purposes of the Act and left it to the Mayor’s Agent to determine if such 
demolition could be permitted under the special merit provision. The applicants will return before the 
HPRB for final approval of the design details if the Mayor’s Agent makes a finding of special merit.   
 
The Act Provides that the Mayor’s Agent can issue a permit for the demolition of protected historic 
resources if doing so is “necessary” to construct a project of special merit. D.C. Code §§6-1104(e) - 
                                                 
1 This opinion will constitute the findings of fact and conclusions of law required for decision in a contested case 
under the D.C. Administrative Procedure Act, D.C. Code § 2-509(e). 



1102(10). Projects of special merit mean “a plan or building having significant benefits to the District 
of Columbia or to the community by virtue of exemplary architecture, specific features of land 
planning, or social or other benefits having a high priority for community services.” Id., §6-1102(11). 
At the Mayor’s Agent hearing held on June 30, 2014, DGS clarified that its application was based on 
the claim that the renovations promoted important community educational and cultural needs. 
(Mayor’s Agent hearing transcript 11-12.)  The importance of the renovations for the educational 
mission of this highly valued and unique school was testified to by the principal architect, Chris 
Graae; Charles Barber, the President of the Board of the school; Rory Pullens, Head of School; and 
Ray Phillips, a parent.   

 
The evidence presented at the hearing clearly established the importance to the community of the 
unique arts education provided to public school students at Duke Ellington; the need to construct 
modern, high quality theater and other performance facilities at the school; the inadequacy of the 
existing auditorium and inherited gymnasia; the appropriateness of the proposed development; and the 
need for the demolition planned. Mr. Graae also testified persuasively about the impressive plans to 
preserve and restore the historic features of the 1898 façade and character-defining front lawn, and 
preserve most of the exterior of the back bar.  The historic elements to be demolished either are not 
designated, such as the interior of the auditorium, or have less historic significance. The Mayor’s 
Agent has no trouble concluding that this is a project of special merit because of the unique 
educational and cultural benefits for the District, that the demolition proposed is necessary to realize 
those benefits, and that those public benefits outweigh the loss of historic resources.  

 
No one has seriously argued otherwise. Several community groups appeared at the hearing to express 
concerns and oppose the application. Ed Solomon, the relevant single member district commissioner, 
represented ANC2E, and Robert vom Eigen represented the Citizens Association of Georgetown, the 
Burleith Citizens Association, the Cloisters of Georgetown, and the Cloisters West Homeowners 
Association. These concerns were directed primarily at a proposed rooftop performance space and 
matters relating to scheduling of events and event management, issues arguably outside the purview of 
the Mayor’s Agent as not bearing on preservation. The community groups requested that decision on 
the application be withheld pending ongoing discussions with DGS and DCPS to resolve their 
concerns. DGS and DCPS agreed. On August 6, Mr. vom Eigen wrote the Mayor’s Agent that all 
outstanding issues between the community groups and the District agencies had been resolved and 
that the community groups were withdrawing their opposition.   
 
Accordingly, on condition that the HPRB review final design elements for the project in a 
subsequent proceeding, the permit will be GRANTED.  
 
Date:  August 18, 2014     Confirmed: 
 

                     
J. Peter Byrne       Ellen M. McCarthy 
Mayor’s Agent Hearing Officer   Acting Director, D.C. Office of Planning 
   
        
  



CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE 
 
I HEREBY CERTIFY that a copy of the foregoing Order was served this 19th day of August, 
2014 by mailing a copy of the same via electronic mail to the following: 
 
Advisory Neighborhood Commission 2E 
2E01@anc.dc.gov; 2E02@anc.dc.gov; 2E03@anc.dc.gov; 2E04@anc.dc.gov; 
2E05@anc.dc.gov; 2E06@anc.dc.gov; 2E07@anc.dc.gov; 2E08@anc.dc.gov 
 
Citizens Association of Georgetown 
cag-president@cagtown.org; RvomEigen@foley.com 
 
District of Columbia Department of General Services 
june.locker@dc.gov 
 
McKissack & McKissack 
peter.davidson@mckissackdc.com 
 
Cox Graae + Spack Architects 
cgraae@cgsarchitects.com; rmann@cgsarchitects.com 
 
David J. Maloney 
District of Columbia State Historic Preservation Officer  
david.maloney@dc.gov 
 
Gretchen Pfaehler, Chair 
Historic Preservation Review Board 
gretchen.pfaehler@mbakercorp.com 
 
Matthew L. Zimmerman 
Electronic Resources and Services 
Georgetown University Law Center Library 
mlz4@law.georgetown.edu 
 
 

        
       ______________________________ 
        Certifying Officer 
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